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Aspirations and Schooling: Analysis of the formation and intra-household
impact of educational aspirations in rural China
Abstract
Conventional household decision-making models exclude children as participatory agents with bargaining
power, even though as the child ages and transitions into adulthood, he or she exerts more control over many
decisions affecting his or her life, even in tradition-bound societies. In decisions regarding school enrollment
and continuation, the preferences of young people remain an important, yet under-explored factor. Especially
in a developing country context, few economics studies have attempted to explore the connection between
extrinsic socioeconomic variables and the formation of intrinsic educational aspirations, with the latter
influencing educational outcomes. This study is the first to investigate whose aspirations matter in education
within the household, and how factors such as income, wealth, and child age affect the relative importance of
these aspirations, a proxy for decision-making power.
Using longitudinal survey data from rural China, this paper first explores the determinants of parent and child
aspirations for schooling, and then investigates the different factors that affect the relative importance
attributed to parent and child schooling preferences on school continuation. The five main results of the study
are: (1) Aspirations for children are lower than parental aspirations, and correspond more strongly to
measures of ability, while gender and wealth were not significant. In contrast, wealth is a significant positive
predictor for mother and father aspirations, and mothers have lower aspirations for female than male children.
(2) Higher children’s aspirations are significant predictors of staying in school, even after controlling for
ability, socioeconomic, and demographic variables, and are more important than parental aspirations. (3)
Mother’s aspirations are strongly correlated with children’s aspirations, but do not influence school
continuation. In contrast, father’s aspirations do not predict children’s aspirations, but significantly influence
school continuation, especially of boys. (4) Age increases the weight on father and child aspirations,
suggesting that intrinsic motivation matters more at higher levels of education. (5) Income increases the
weight on father aspirations, but decreases that of the child. These results support the inclusion of children’s
preferences in household decision making models and human capital investment models, and provide insights
into the intrinsic influences that affect intra-household decisions.
Comments
Joyce Meng, Parent and Child Aspirations and Continuation of Schooling, dissertation, MSc in Economics
for Development, University of Oxford, 2009.
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Variable (2004) Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Girls (Mean) Boys (Mean)
Mother's Aspirations for Child Education (years) 2489 15.30 1.73 6 16 15.13 15.43
Mother's Expectation for Child Education (years) 2485 13.19 2.66 6 16 12.97 13.36
Father's Aspirations for Child Education (years) 2520 15.12 1.98 6 16 14.97 15.25
Father's Expectation for Child Education (years) 2523 13.08 2.81 6 16 12.75 13.35
Child's Aspirations for Education (years) 2747 14.51 2.41 6 16 14.45 14.58
Number of Household Members 2804 4.75 1.02 2 10 4.89 4.64
Number of Children 2778 2.38 0.72 1 6 2.52 2.25
Child Age in 2004 2757 14.28 1.96 7 20 14.35 14.23
Math Test Score 2656 17.43 12.86 0 50 16.79 17.97
Language Test Score 2656 21.70 11.27 0 50 21.53 21.81
Log(Wealth per capita) 2770 8.11 0.88 4.83 12.21 8.05 8.18
Log(Income per capita) 2784 7.09 1.05 1.32 11.68 7.03 7.16
Father's Education (years) 2732 7.02 3.45 0 16 6.99 7.05
Mother's Education (years) 2779 4.26 3.43 0 14 4.01 4.47
Log(Education Expenditure) 2513 5.60 0.75 3.22 9.07 5.58 5.61





















Grade ('04) Left School ('07) % Grade Enrolled ('07) % Grade Total  Grade ('04) Left School ('07) % Grade Enrolled ('07) % Grade Total 
0 2 100.0% 0 0.0% 2 0 2 100.0% 0 0.0% 2
1 1 4.2% 23 95.8% 24 1 3 17.6% 14 82.4% 17
2 2 5.7% 33 94.3% 35 2 0 0.0% 25 100.0% 25
3 12 13.5% 77 86.5% 89 3 15 30.0% 35 70.0% 50
4 30 25.0% 90 75.0% 120 4 23 21.5% 84 78.5% 107
5 48 27.9% 124 72.1% 172 5 70 40.0% 105 60.0% 175
6 22 18.6% 96 81.4% 118 6 25 27.2% 67 72.8% 92
7 84 29.3% 203 70.7% 287 7 105 43.9% 134 56.1% 239
8 100 35.2% 184 64.8% 284 8 71 38.4% 114 61.6% 185
9 72 37.1% 122 62.9% 194 9 81 45.8% 96 54.2% 177
10 5 12.5% 35 87.5% 40 10 1 5.6% 17 94.4% 18
11 0 0.0% 6 100.0% 6 11 1 33.3% 2 66.7% 3
13 2 40.0% 3 60.0% 5 13 1 50.0% 1 50.0% 2
14 0 0.0% 1 100.0% 1 14 2 66.7% 1 33.3% 3

















Mother Aspiration 0.145 0.485 1.000
Father Expectation 0.166 0.445 0.316 1.000
Mother Expectation 0.136 0.299 0.436 0.601 1.000
Ln(Wealth) 0.050 0.089 0.099 0.199 0.194 1.000
Ln(HH Income) 0.046 0.048 0.075 0.174 0.190 0.511 1.000
Father Education 0.116 0.098 0.128 0.177 0.168 0.139 0.138 1.000
Mother Education 0.108 0.101 0.101 0.210 0.196 0.223 0.186 0.402

































Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value
Father's Aspirations 0.0304 (0.392)
Mother's Aspirations 0.0984*** (0.007)
Total Children ‐0.114 (0.260) ‐0.173 (0.104) 0.00285 (0.971) 0.0918 (0.290)
First Born Dummy 0.0912 (0.614) 0.0897 (0.630) ‐0.0996 (0.452) ‐0.0361 (0.805)
Last Born Dummy ‐0.00101 (0.995) ‐0.0646 (0.706) ‐0.0170 (0.885) 0.0372 (0.774)
Primary Support Dummy 0.209** (0.031) 0.144 (0.151) 0.0551 (0.457) 0.113 (0.167)
Child Health (1‐5 Index) ‐0.0892 (0.130) ‐0.0308 (0.600) 0.0292 (0.521) ‐0.0439 (0.373)
Mother Health (1‐5 Index) 0.0100 (0.853) 0.0104 (0.853) 0.0212 (0.613) 0.0244 (0.596)
Father Health (1‐5 Index) ‐0.0915 (0.100) ‐0.141** (0.013) 0.0409 (0.345) 0.0852* (0.068)
Ln(Land per capita) 0.0426 (0.736) 0.00535 (0.968) ‐0.0609 (0.509) ‐0.0597 (0.562)
Math Test Score 0.229*** (0.000) 0.167*** (0.002) 0.0800* (0.058) 0.154*** (0.001)
Language Test Score 0.169*** (0.002) 0.133** (0.023) 0.0226 (0.596) 0.0276 (0.556)
Ln(Wealth per capita) 0.113 (0.101) 0.0437 (0.529) 0.101** (0.046) 0.129** (0.021)
Ln(Income per capita) ‐0.0159 (0.778) ‐0.00308 (0.958) 0.0561 (0.217) 0.0330 (0.519)
Father Education 0.0278* (0.076) 0.0214 (0.185) 0.0315*** (0.005) 0.00360 (0.770)
Mother Education ‐0.00372 (0.813) ‐0.00232 (0.884) 0.0115 (0.357) 0.0159 (0.250)
No Household Members 0.0795 (0.211) 0.0684 (0.303) 0.0386 (0.432) ‐0.0283 (0.604)
Child Gender (1=female, 0=ma0.00914 (0.926) 0.0858 (0.398) ‐0.208*** (0.005) ‐0.111 (0.170)
_cons 11.33*** (0.000) 10.86*** (0.000) 12.26*** (0.000) 8.386*** (0.000)
N 2442 2158 2341 2255
Child Aspirations (1) Mother Aspirations Father AspirationsChild Aspirations (2)
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Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value
Mother's Aspirations 0.181* (0.056)
First Born Dummy 0.163 (0.448) 0.206 (0.368) ‐0.0848 (0.519) ‐0.0429 (0.804)
Last Born Dummy 0.175 (0.443) 0.247 (0.309) 0.0842 (0.551) 0.0279 (0.864)
Primary Support Dummy 0.317** (0.026) 0.238 (0.117) 0.210** (0.015) 0.156 (0.125)
Math Test Score 0.0525 (0.583) ‐0.0344 (0.732) 0.0107 (0.840) 0.115* (0.083)
Language Test Score 0.243** (0.013) 0.207* (0.060) 0.0276 (0.674) 0.0981 (0.174)
Child Gender (1=female, 0=ma0.260* (0.084) 0.324** (0.046) ‐0.264*** (0.008) ‐0.178 (0.105)
_cons 12.50*** (0.000) 9.963*** (0.000) 14.99*** (0.000) 9.711** (0.011)
N 1651 1572 1573 1493
Child Aspirations (1) Mother Aspirations Father AspirationsChild Aspirations (2)
Variable
Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value
Child Aspirations (Wave 1) 0.0546** (0.016) 0.0551** (0.016)
Mother Aspirations (Wave 1) 0.0408 (0.137) 0.0347* (0.088)
Total Children ‐0.162 (0.156) ‐0.190* (0.098) ‐0.00398 (0.969)
First Born Dummy 0.366 (0.115) 0.311 (0.186) 0.0941 (0.591)
Last Born Dummy 0.414* (0.069) 0.380* (0.098) 0.0908 (0.582)
Primary Support Dummy 0.257** (0.037) 0.244** (0.047) 0.183* (0.059)
Child Health (1‐5 Index) 0.0312 (0.719) 0.0205 (0.814) 0.0188 (0.796)
Mother Health (1‐5 Index) 0.0300 (0.664) 0.0336 (0.624) ‐0.0749 (0.212)
Father Health (1‐5 Index) ‐0.116 (0.126) ‐0.0927 (0.220) 0.00727 (0.912)
Ln(Land per capita) ‐0.110 (0.417) ‐0.118 (0.385) ‐0.0499 (0.616)
Cognitive Test 0.0356*** (0.000) 0.0303*** (0.001) 0.0125* (0.054)
Ln(Wealth per capita) 0.119 (0.203) 0.114 (0.231) 0.173*** (0.007)
Ln(Income per capita) ‐0.0316 (0.702) ‐0.0355 (0.670) 0.0558 (0.296)
Father Education 0.0369** (0.049) 0.0322* (0.087) 0.0331** (0.025)
Mother Education ‐0.0139 (0.448) ‐0.0152 (0.408) 0.00308 (0.827)
No of Household Members 0.0985 (0.147) 0.113 (0.101) 0.0514 (0.358)
Child Gender 0.00570 (0.962) 0.0410 (0.734) ‐0.140 (0.140)
_cons 10.62*** (0.000) 12.38*** (0.000) 12.79*** (0.000)
N 1759 1736 1551
Child Aspirations (1) Child Aspirations (2) Mother Aspirations






























































































































Variable Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value Coefficient P‐value
Aspiration (Family Aggregated) 0.0413*** (0.000)
Mother Aspiration 0.00938 (0.202) 0.0634 (0.404) 0.0650 (0.393) 0.0676 (0.375) 0.0655 (0.382)
Father Aspiration 0.0141** (0.046) ‐0.223*** (0.004) ‐0.227*** (0.003) ‐0.230*** (0.003) ‐0.226*** (0.003) ‐0.200*** (0.001) ‐0.200*** (0.001)
Child Aspiration 0.0168*** (0.001) ‐0.0256 (0.571) ‐0.0311 (0.497) ‐0.0335 (0.463) ‐0.0332 (0.466) ‐0.0151 (0.735) ‐0.0203 (0.652)
Child Aspiration*Income ‐0.0106** (0.036) ‐0.0101** (0.047) ‐0.0101** (0.048) ‐0.0102** (0.046) ‐0.0110** (0.027) ‐0.0106** (0.034)
Mother Aspiration*Income ‐0.0104 (0.226) ‐0.0103 (0.228) ‐0.0105 (0.221) ‐0.0103 (0.213)
Father Aspiration*Income 0.0180** (0.035) 0.0184** (0.031) 0.0188** (0.027) 0.0171** (0.038) 0.0141** (0.049) 0.0129* (0.061)
Child Aspiration*Math Test ‐0.000951** (0.018) ‐0.000991** (0.013) ‐0.000988** (0.013) ‐0.000957** (0.016) ‐0.000839** (0.022) ‐0.000829** (0.023)
Child Aspiration*Language Test 0.000229 (0.595) 0.000295 (0.491) 0.000302 (0.481) 0.000296 (0.490) 0.000223 (0.597) 0.000273 (0.517)
Mother Aspiration*Math Test 0.000433 (0.444) 0.000460 (0.415) 0.000436 (0.438) 0.000461 (0.412)
Mother Aspiration*Language Test ‐0.00102** (0.023) ‐0.00106** (0.017) ‐0.00107** (0.016) ‐0.00104** (0.020)
Father Aspiration*Math Test 0.000513 (0.358) 0.000516 (0.352) 0.000543 (0.325) 0.000473 (0.391) 0.000777* (0.054) 0.000746* (0.062)
Father Aspiration*Language Test ‐0.000931** (0.036) ‐0.000950** (0.032)
Child Aspiration*Age 0.00949*** (0.000) 0.00943*** (0.000) 0.00956*** (0.000) 0.00955*** (0.000) 0.00872*** (0.000) 0.00874*** (0.000)
Mother Aspiration*Age 0.000562 (0.870) 0.000440 (0.898) 0.000370 (0.914) 0.000440 (0.898)
Father Aspiration*Age 0.0112*** (0.001) 0.0113*** (0.001) 0.0113*** (0.001) 0.0110*** (0.001) 0.0111*** (0.000) 0.0109*** (0.000)
Father Aspiration*Father Edu ‐0.00204 (0.253) ‐0.00193 (0.275) ‐0.00192 (0.275) ‐0.00180 (0.288)
Mother Aspiration*Mother Edu 0.000400 (0.842) 0.000238 (0.905) 0.000234 (0.906)
Child Aspiration*Primary Support Dummy ‐0.00374 (0.713) ‐0.00168 (0.867)
Child Aspiration*Gender ‐0.00946 (0.302) ‐0.00687 (0.438) ‐0.00691 (0.434) ‐0.00683 (0.438) ‐0.00986 (0.272) ‐0.00779 (0.367)
Mother Aspiration*Gender 0.00700 (0.631) 0.00736 (0.612) 0.00777 (0.592) 0.00774 (0.592)
Father Aspiration*Gender ‐0.0355*** (0.008) ‐0.0357*** (0.007) ‐0.0359*** (0.007) ‐0.0361*** (0.006) ‐0.0319*** (0.006) ‐0.0318*** (0.006)
Primary Support Dummy 0.0127 (0.509) 0.000714 (0.972) 0.000719 (0.971) 0.0591 (0.702) 0.0312 (0.838)
First Born Dummy ‐0.0578 (0.216) ‐0.0514 (0.313) ‐0.0522 (0.305) ‐0.0521 (0.304) ‐0.0472 (0.351)
Last Born Dummy ‐0.0612 (0.149) ‐0.0560 (0.229) ‐0.0557 (0.232) ‐0.0483 (0.301) ‐0.0435 (0.349)
First Born*Gender 0.0867 (0.152) 0.0616 (0.337) 0.0608 (0.342) 0.0650 (0.307) 0.0561 (0.380)
Last Born*Gender 0.0113 (0.842) ‐0.0151 (0.803) ‐0.0163 (0.789) ‐0.0194 (0.747) ‐0.0245 (0.683)
Father Health (1‐5 Index) ‐0.00343 (0.772) ‐0.000350 (0.977) 0.000313 (0.980) 0.000572 (0.962) 0.00139 (0.909)
Mother Health (1‐5 Index) 0.00609 (0.602) 0.00271 (0.826) 0.00283 (0.818) 0.00343 (0.778) 0.00324 (0.791)
Child Health (1‐5 Index) ‐0.0137 (0.195) ‐0.0136 (0.220) ‐0.0138 (0.213) ‐0.0117 (0.288) ‐0.0130 (0.237)
Math Test Score 0.0389*** (0.001) 0.0407*** (0.001) 0.0405*** (0.001) 0.0356 (0.469) 0.0356 (0.471) 0.0351 (0.478) 0.0378 (0.443) 0.0457 (0.340) 0.0481 (0.315)
Language Test Score 0.0294*** (0.008) 0.0228* (0.050) 0.0225* (0.054) 0.145** (0.036) 0.142** (0.039) 0.142** (0.038) 0.138** (0.043) 0.132* (0.052) 0.128* (0.060)
Ln(Wealth per capita) 0.0191 (0.145) 0.0151 (0.277) 0.0153 (0.268) 0.0133 (0.333) 0.0125 (0.362) 0.0127 (0.353) 0.0127 (0.350) 0.0142 (0.295) 0.0136 (0.312)
Ln(Income per capita) 0.0131 (0.263) 0.0162 (0.199) 0.0163 (0.197) 0.0580 (0.713) 0.0421 (0.787) 0.0386 (0.804) 0.0624 (0.674) ‐0.0393 (0.771) ‐0.0286 (0.826)
Father Education 0.00940*** (0.002) 0.00966*** (0.002) 0.00968*** (0.002) 0.0409 (0.141) 0.0386 (0.159) 0.0386 (0.158) 0.00908*** (0.004) 0.0371 (0.159) 0.00900*** (0.004)
Mother Education 0.00904*** (0.006) 0.00863** (0.013) 0.00868** (0.013) 0.00278 (0.929) 0.00581 (0.852) 0.00592 (0.849) 0.00959*** (0.005) 0.00985*** (0.004) 0.0104*** (0.002)
Child Gender ‐0.103** (0.045) ‐0.0736 (0.183) ‐0.0731 (0.187) 0.505** (0.044) 0.482** (0.046) 0.479** (0.047) 0.482** (0.043) 0.564** (0.011) 0.544*** (0.010)
Ln(Land per capita) ‐0.0117 (0.623) ‐0.0245 (0.324) ‐0.0253 (0.311) ‐0.0204 (0.417) ‐0.0270 (0.282) ‐0.0265 (0.290) ‐0.0264 (0.291) ‐0.0160 (0.522) ‐0.0226 (0.366)
_cons 0.423** (0.029) ‐0.0788 (0.687) ‐0.0659 (0.738) ‐1.921* (0.090) ‐1.802 (0.106) ‐1.812 (0.103) ‐1.802 (0.105) ‐1.048 (0.286) ‐0.957 (0.324)
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